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  Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to determine the phonological features of English 
that provide the largest challenge to the pronunciation of S’gaw Karen speaking ELL 
students in order to inform the development of a curricular resource meant to help 
educators increase the comprehensible speech output in English. A review of literature 
revealed a gap of academic work around the S’gaw language especially pertaining to 
instructional methodologies for language teachers.  
To guide the development of this resource, the author performed a linguistic 
analysis of the two languages, taking into consideration the contrastive analysis 
hypothesis, intelligibility principle, and functional load theory. The related 
guide incorporates Celce-Murcia et al.’s five step instructional model for pronunciation to 
provide educators a variety of exercises to utilize in English language classrooms when 
working with S’gaw speaking students. Specifically, this guide addresses word final 
consonant deletion, vowel sounds /I/ and /æ/ and consonant sounds /d/ and /z/. This 
resource will be the first to specifically address the gap in linguistic resources available to 
ELL educators of S’gaw speaking students. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Introduction 
The growing Karen community in St. Paul Minnesota has left many educators 
wondering how best to support their Karen speaking students, especially in their journey 
of acquiring English as an additional language. While there exist upwards of 450 
academic publications concerning Karen languages (Manson, 2017), these publications 
are spread across different languages in the Karen family as opposed to being all focused 
on S’gaw Karen. These publications are not written for educators working with learners 
of English. Therefore, the goal of this capstone project is to present an instructional guide 
in an easy, accessible format for K-12 educators to inform their practice when working 
with S’gaw speaking students. The research questions driving this project are the 
following: What are the similarities and differences between the phonetic and phonemic 
structures of S’gaw Karen and English? How do these similarities and differences impact 
learners’ intelligibility of English? What are some pedagogical practices or techniques 
that ELL teachers can use to increase comprehensible speech output in English of their 
S’gaw Karen speaking students?  
This chapter begins by providing some basic historical and cultural background 
around the Karen population, their presence in Minnesota, and a rationale behind the 
conceptualization of this project. I will conclude by providing a summary of chapter one 
and a preview of the remaining capstone chapters. 
 
Historical and Cultural Background of Karen 
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The Karen ethnic group is believed to be the largest of all the ethnic minorities 
that exist in Myanmar1. There exists dissension as to when the Karen arrived in Myanmar 
from Mongolia (Nelson, 2010), whether it was before or after the Burmese majority. 
Regardless of initial settlement and division of land, the Karen Organization of 
Minnesota (KOM) recounts their history as one of conflict, beginning with British 
colonization in the late 1800s and peaking during World War II as the Karen minority 
sided with the Allied forces and the Burmese majority sided with the Axis powers. Post-
war, the Burmese majority gained independence from the British in 1948, rose to power 
over the other ethnic groups and began to aggressively seek out, relocate and oppress 
Karen communities. As such, many Karen individuals have fled their homes in search of 
safety and freedom and ended up in Thai refugee camps. The United Nations High 
Council on Refugees (UNHCR) agency reported in 2007 that 143,165 refugees from 
Burma were in Thai refugee camps and of that population, sixty two percent identified as 
Karen. Eight years later in 2015, Cook et al. reported approximately 128,000 refugees 
from Burma were in Thai refugee camps, with approximately seventy-nine percent of that 
population identifying as being of Karen ethnicity. While many families call the camps 
home, many are now seeking western resettlement as a final locale (KOM, n.d.). 
According to a health profile of Burmese refugees from The Centers for Disease Control 
refugee program, it is estimated that between 2008 and 2014, a six-year time span, 
109,000 refugees arrived in the United States from camps in Thailand and Malaysia 
(2016).  
                                               
1 I have chosen to refer to the country as Myanmar and not Burma to stand in solidarity with my 
Karen students whose families faced persecution and violence at the hands of the Burmese 
government and prefer to identify the country as Myanmar. 
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 It is difficult to summarize an entire group’s culture, as culture encompasses so 
many aspects of life. While the definition of culture may depend on the context or on the 
industry in which it is being used, cultural anthropologists, whose field is the academic 
study of cultures, agree that culture encompasses shared beliefs, customs, values (and 
therefore biases) and behaviors (Hudelson, 2016). I chose to do a brief cultural overview2 
of this group, highlighting points that might be relevant for educators who encounter 
Karen students in their classroom.  
 The Karen have a collectivist perspective, especially in comparison to the western 
perspective prevalent in the United States. Families tend to live in intergenerational 
households, and familial structures may differ from the western nuclear norm. Neiman, 
Soh and Sutan (2008) state that it is common for children to be looked after by a whole 
community, rather than just biological parents and family members. A community-first 
mentality can be traced back to the pre-industrial, agricultural needs and lifestyle of the 
population (Buggle, 2017).  
According to the KOM (n.d.), the Karen have historically lived a cultivation and 
subsistence lifestyle, farming rice, vegetables and raising animals. With resettlement to 
refugee camps in Thailand and later resettlement to the states, many individuals started 
living more industrial or cosmopolitan lifestyles, though some have continued to farm 
and grow produce for commercial sale in the United States. The shift away from agrarian 
activities allowed, at least in theory, for increased access to education, which was always 
valued in Karen culture (KOM, n.d.). This shift is theoretical in nature due to limited 
                                               
2 For more information Ramsey County government created at presentation about Karen culture 
(https://www.ramseycounty.us/sites/default/files/Work%20with%20Ramsey/Karen%20Training.pd
f) or see reference list for additional resources. 
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educational access (particularly in Myanmar and Thailand) as a result of disruptions like 
violence stemming from persecution and the resulting need to flee in search of safety 
(KOM, n.d.) to places like Minnesota.  
 The Karen Organization of Minnesota (n.d.) states that many schools were begun 
by Christian missionaries, though parental intention in sending their children to these 
schools was not religious in nature. Rather their goal was to increase literacy and provide 
a better future. While Karen students traditionally begin their academic career between 
the ages of five and eight, their education tends to face many disruptions from the 
aforementioned violence, or due to the need to help out with housekeeping and childcare 
to allow parents to go work in the fields. Education in Thai refugee camps, is also 
difficult as the camps face a lack of qualified teachers, and severe underfunding for 
school supplies, building maintenance, teacher salaries and related educational services 
such as libraries, early childhood services and special educational services (UNHCR, 
2007).  Despite parental and cultural desire for children to become educated 
professionals, education in both Myanmar and Thailand has historically been difficult and 
full of obstructions.  
Karen in Minnesota 
 Karen refugees began arriving from Myanmar and the Thai refugee camps to 
Minnesota in the early 2000s (KOM, n.d.). Current estimates of the Karen population in 
Minnesota hover around 10,000, making Minnesota home to the largest group of Karen 
in the United States (“Karen People”, n.d.). In 2018, the Refugee and International Health 
program under the Minnesota Department of Health (MDH) reported the arrival of 318 
primary refugees from Burma to the state, representing thirty eight percent of the total 
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arrivals. Over the past four decades, our state has seen cumulatively 8,549 refugees from 
Burma, accounting for roughly seven point seven percent of our direct-to-Minnesota 
resettled refugees and immigrants (MDH, 2019). Specific to the Saint Paul School 
District, where I teach, we have seen our Karen speaking population double over the past 
6-8 years from four to eight percent of our total student population, as shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1 
 Karen speaking students in Saint Paul Public School District, 2011-2019 
Year Total Student Population Karen speaking Population % 
2019 37,010 2,853 8 
2018 38,065 2,900 8 
2017 38,455 2,803 7 
2016 38,538 2,695 7 
2015 39,087 2,411 6 
2014 39,241 2,140 5 
2013 39,177 1,922 5 
2012 38,978 1,655 4 
2011 38,970 1,454 4 
Data taken from https://www.spps.org/Page/27991. 
Project Rationale 
 I chose to pursue this capstone project given my experience working in an urban 
middle school in Saint Paul, Minnesota. My building is one of the district sites that is 
designated for newcomer adolescents, and we provide sheltered instruction and 
programming by language level (as determined by the WIDA screener test). This year, 
my level 1 class consists of three home languages, Kiswahili, Spanish and S’gaw Karen. 
12 
 
While I had some exposure to working with S’gaw Karen speaking students as a long-
term substitute teacher, it was this year that I was able to pick up on some troublesome 
spots for English pronunciation among my S’gaw Karen speaking learners. I noticed 
some of my students had trouble with certain prosodic features like intonation and 
variation of pitch as cues in conversation as well as pronunciation of certain phones or 
blends. For example, some of my students had difficulties with correct volume level, with 
words that contain ‘th’ sound especially in a final position like fifth, or with consonant 
blends such as ‘lt’ like belt. As a first-year teacher, I made note of these troublesome 
areas with the intention of trying to work some of these linguistic features into my 
instruction, but did not really make much progress with it. 
In November of 2019, I attended the MinneTESOL conference in downtown Saint 
Paul and went to a workshop session on teaching pronunciation that was led by Andrea 
Echelberger of the Literacy Minnesota. Initially, when I was looking over the session 
summaries, I was hesitant about attending one focused on pronunciation, because even 
though I knew that pronunciation was not the same thing as accent reduction, I felt that 
pronunciation was not encouraged in my instructional contexts. After all, pronunciation 
was not stressed in my teacher preparation program for licensure. I remember sliding in 
and finding a seat towards the back, just in case I decided it was not the right session for 
me; I had an easy exit. The session far exceeded my expectations and left me excited to 
go back to my classroom. Echelberger introduced simple, yet engaging, activities that not 
only worked on increasing intelligibility, but also assisted students in developing their 
own metacognitive abilities in reviewing their progress and linguistic development.  
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Around this same time, I was struggling to figure out what my focus for my 
capstone project would be. I had already gone through several topic iterations with 
limited success. It was during this workshop at the MinneTESOL conference that I 
decided I wanted to focus on a pronunciation related topic. Then I was able to narrow it 
down to an analysis of S’gaw Karen speakers due to their growing numbers in my 
district, and the lack of resources available to teachers.  
The goal of this capstone project is to create an educator-friendly guide that 
outlines differences between the phonologies of S’gaw Karen and English that may 
impact a learner’s intelligibility and that provides suggestions for integrated instruction in 
the middle school curriculum. The intelligibility principle (Grant, 2014) suggests that 
learners will benefit from attention to those areas of pronunciation that lead to 
breakdowns in communication.  
Summary 
Due to persecution and minority status in Myanmar the population of S’gaw 
speaking students in Saint Paul classrooms has doubled over the past decade, from four to 
eight percent (Saint Paul Public Schools). Despite this growth, teachers are linguistically 
under-equipped to assist S’gaw speaking students improve their English competence. 
Compared to other languages, there is a void of research on S’gaw Karen and the 
research that has been published is often too specific in looking at singular grammatical, 
phonetic or phonological characteristics. The resulting problem is what Jenkins (2000) 
identifies as a disconnect between research and educational professional development.  
Chapter one provided a brief introduction to the Karen people and their history in 
Myanmar, Thailand, and Minnesota, as well as a rationale for my project that will answer 
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the research questions: What are the similarities and differences between the phonetic and 
phonemic structures of S’gaw Karen and English? How might these similarities and 
differences impact students’ intelligibility in English? What are some pedagogical 
practices or techniques that ELL teachers can use to increase comprehensible speech 
output in English of their S’gaw Karen speaking students?  
Chapter two, the literature review, will outline existing literature of S’gaw Karen. 
It will include a contrastive analysis of the phonetic and phonological structures of both 
English and S’gaw Karen. The intelligibility principle is explored in order to provide a 
backdrop for the development of instructional materials. Research on the functional load 
principle and intelligibility principle is presented as this can be used as a means of 
prioritizing features most worth teaching to learners of a particular language background. 
Finally, research on the benefits of targeted pronunciation are explored.  Chapter three 
includes the intended context and participants for the instructional guide that I am 
developing, along with a referenced rationale for my design of that guide. Chapter four 
reflects on the project and its main findings.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
Literature Review 
Introduction 
This chapter will go over research that provides a foundation for my capstone 
project on increasing S’gaw speaking students’ intelligibility in English. This literature 
review will provide context for my research questions: What are the similarities and 
differences between the phonetic and phonemic structures of S’gaw Karen and English? 
How might these similarities and differences impact students’ intelligibility in English? 
What are some pedagogical practices or techniques that ELL teachers can use to increase 
comprehensible speech output in English of their S’gaw Karen speaking students? 
In order to preface and ground my later analysis of S’gaw and English, chapter 
two will begin with a brief history of teaching pronunciation.  It will then segue into the 
importance of the intelligibility principle and functional load principle for prioritizing 
features to focus on with ELs. The chapter will then provide a broad linguistic sketch of 
the S’gaw language before going into a contrastive analysis of English and S’gaw at both 
phonetic and phonological levels. The chapter will then culminate by looking at an 
instructional framework for consideration. 
A Brief History of Teaching Pronunciation 
Just as the English language has changed through the ages, so has the approach to 
teaching English pronunciation. The following subsections will follow the history of 
pedagogical methods specific to English pronunciation through four distinct phases, 
many of which can be seen as opposite ends of a pendulum swing, as delineated by 
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Murphy and Baker (2015). This overview serves to contextualize the teaching practices 
that will be explored through this project.  
Phase 1: Intuitive-imitative 
The beginning of globalization in the mid to late 19th century led to the intuitive-
imitative phase of pronunciation pedagogy (Murphy & Baker, 2015). During this period, 
the spread of English increased, though it was inner-circle centric, meaning the goal was 
for communication to be imitative of native English speakers. Four innovators of 
language pedagogy emerged, Berlitz, Gouin, Marcel and Prendergast. They began a 
movement to encourage conversation by utilizing “exposure, imitation and mimicry” 
(Murphy & Baker, 2015, p. 42).  In this phase pedagogy might be repetition drills, where 
the student mimics back the teacher, until the teacher is satisfied and moves onto the next 
student. 
Phase 2: Analytic-linguistic 
The second phase was from the late 19th century to the early 20th century and is 
referred to as the Reform Movement. During this phase the International Phonetic 
Alphabet was created by the International Phonetic Association in 1886. Now oral 
language instruction was provided through the lens of phonetics and phonemics.  Murphy 
and Baker (2015) refer to this time period as being “analytic-linguistic” in nature, which 
was reflected through the International Phonetic Associations’ core principle focus on 
understanding phonetics (p.44). In the “analytic-linguistic” phase, an example exercise 
might be doing minimal pair drills, that highlight contrasting sounds; You must leap over 
the lip.  
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Phase 3: Communicative language teaching 
Murphy and Baker (2015) describe the third phase of pronunciation teaching 
which began in the mid 1980s and was concerned with the expansion of communicative 
language teaching (CLT). This was in some ways a pendulum swing back to the 
‘intuitive-imitative’ period (p.42) from a century earlier. However, as CLT gained 
traction as an approach to teaching, it swung away from the ‘intuitive-imitative’ thanks to 
a few key educators like Hymes, Canale and Swain who brought more clarity and 
specificity.  CLT frameworks prioritized all four domains of language, reading, writing, 
listening, and speaking, and was context specific, using language in real-world contexts 
to provide contextualized practice. CLT is also different from previous phases in that 
information was widely disseminated both domestically and internationally. The sharing 
and spread of knowledge allowed for the advancement of instructional methodologies, 
however even though access to pedagogical knowledge increased, there remained a gap 
of empirical research which led to the most recent phase of pronunciation pedagogy 
(Murphy and Baker, 2015). In this phase, pedagogical practices favored the utilization of 
real-life dialogues or roleplays.  
Phase 4: Empirical Research 
The last twenty to thirty years has seen a surge in quantitative research around 
pronunciation and instructional practices. Figure one below provides a succinct summary 
of how the research from this period can be classified into specific themes.   
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Figure 1 
Empirical Research concerning Pedagogy of EL Pronunciation.  
Macro-Theme Micro-Theme 
What to teach in English 
pronunciation 
● Segmentals & suprasegmentals 
● Sociocultural factors 
● Contrastive analysis 
How to teach 
pronunciation effectively 
● Establishing priorities 
● Feedback on intelligibility and phonological 
improvement 
● Pronunciation strategies for oral communication 
Teacher knowledge and 
learner’s perspectives 
● Learner preferences 
● Language awareness of learners 
● Teachers beliefs and knowledge of pronunciation 
pedagogy 
Adapted from Murphy, J. & Baker, A. (2015). “History of ESL pronunciation teaching”. 
In M.Reed & J.M. Levis (Eds) The Handbook of English Pronunciation, 36-65. United 
Kingdom: Wiley-Blackwell. 
While the amount of research around the intersection of linguistics and pedagogy 
has increased since the ‘Intuitive-Imitative’ phase of the 1800s, Murphy (2014) 
emphasizes the need for a fluid boundary of classroom practitioner and researcher by 
calling on educators who feel inadequately prepared to teach pronunciation, to lobby for 
more training opportunities and/or to take on the role of researchers. In fact, many new 
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ESL educators that I have spoken to feel there exists a large gap in pedagogical 
knowledge of how and when to teach pronunciation, and that pronunciation is barely 
covered in teacher preparation programs. It is this lack of fundamental knowledge around 
teaching pronunciation that calls for educators to become researchers. Nair et al. (2017) 
echo Murphy’s sentiment by arguing that it is not sufficient to only conduct research, but 
it is important to a) involve practicing teachers in the research process and b) provide 
sufficient opportunities for educators to grapple with and incorporate research into their 
curriculum.  The following sections on Intelligibility and Functional Load frame the 
current perspective of pedagogy as well as highlight how educators can be involved in the 
academic research process through the explicit instruction of pronunciation in their 
classrooms.  
Intelligibility  
 In early phases of pronunciation pedagogy, there was a concentrated effort at 
‘accent reduction’ or imitation of native speakers. However, as time has progressed we 
have swung towards the belief that communication at its core is about understanding. The 
concept of ‘understanding’ is a two-way street, involving both speaker and listener, as 
evidenced by pragmatic concepts like the Cooperative Principle and Grice’s maxims 
(Dawson & Phelan, 2016). Grant (2014) discusses the roles and theoretical equally shared 
responsibilities of both listener and speaker by providing a succinct restatement of 
Derwing & Munro (2014) in her prologue: 
“Intelligibility is the extent to which a listener understands a speaker’s message; 
comprehensibility is the amount of listener effort it takes to understand a 
message.” (p.10) 
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Despite the ideal of communication being a fifty-fifty split between both parties, 
in reality a large part of the burden of intelligibility falls upon the shoulders of the 
speaker; therefore, I will be focusing on the part of the speaker.  
There has been a long debate amongst educators and researchers over the 
existence of one supreme method for increasing intelligibility of pronunciation; one side 
being it is more important to teach prosody (the flow, rhythm and intonation of speech) 
while the other side believes it is more important to teach segmental features such as 
phones and phonology. (Celce-Murcia et al., 2018). However, most would now agree that 
it is best to take a mixed approach, devoting similar planning time and instruction to both 
areas of pronunciation (Celce-Murcia et al., 2018; Grant, 2014). given the limited scope 
of this capstone project, I will be focusing on the segmental features i.e. phonetics and 
phonology. 
Functional Load 
The principle of functional load stems from the phonetic differences between 
words and potential resulting miscommunication, which is why it is necessary to consider 
minimal pairs and allophones as will be discussed later on in chapter two. In 1987, John 
Catford hypothesized that certain phones occur more frequently in text than others and 
that particular contrasts of phones (such as /n/ and /l/ or /f/ and /v/) occur more frequently 
in words than others, thereby creating a higher ‘load’ of importance in distinguishing 
between the two. For example, near and leer are different words with the only phonetic 
difference being the initial phones /n/ and /l/, however, this seemingly small difference 
yields very different meanings. Catford’s original functional load table contains some 150 
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contrasts of initial consonants, final consonants and vowels. Below, figure two is an 
excerpt of the full table.  
Figure 2.  
Relative Functional Loads in American English.  
Initial consonants Final consonants Vowels  
 %  %  % 
k/h 
p/b 
p/k 
p/t 
m/n 
b/v 
v/z 
100 
98 
92 
87 
56 
29 
2 
d/z 
d/l 
t/d 
t/s 
d/g 
 
100 
76 
72 
57 
23 
bit/bat 
beet/bit 
bit/but 
cat/cut 
cart/cot 
pull/pool 
100 
95 
85 
68 
31.5 
7 
Adapted from “Relative Functional Load”. Grant, L. (2014). Pronunciation Myths: 
Applying Second Language Research to Classroom Teaching. Ann Arbor, MI: University 
of Michigan Press.  
Utilizing the principle of Functional Load assists educators in identifying which 
phonetic or phonological errors have the highest impact on intelligibility. Therefore, 
educators are able to prioritize instructional time to focus on the features that will benefit 
students the most by increasing their intelligibility as a speaker (Derwing & Munro, 
2014). With a basic understanding of how pronunciation pedagogy, the Intelligibility 
principle and Functional Load all coalesce in the classroom, the next section will begin 
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the contrastive analysis of English and S’gaw by providing a broad overview of the 
S’gaw language. 
Linguistic Sketch of S’gaw Karen 
 As stated in the previous chapter, there exists a limited body of research 
concerning the S’gaw Karen language. As of 2017, Manson had compiled a list of 450+ 
publications around the entire Karen language family, which may seem numerous. 
However a quick Google Scholar search for “Spanish + linguistics” yields over 1 million 
results. While the majority of this review is situated and contextualized by peer reviewed 
and academically published papers, there exist gaps that could only be filled through 
community or web-related resources. 
S’gaw Karen is a language of the Tibeto-Burman family spoken by a group of the 
Karen ethnic minority along the Myanmar/Thai border. To date there seems to be no 
definitive or agreed upon number of Karen languages or dialects. Simon Ager, creator of 
the Omniglot website, states there are 10 dialects or languages that can be classified 
under 3 distinct categories; Pa’o Karen, Pwo Karen and S’gaw Karen.  However, Manson 
(2011) postulated the existence of somewhere between 20 and 30 different Karen 
languages, though only approximately twenty of them have been researched to some 
degree. Manson then goes on to classify the different Karen languages based on the 
geography of Peripheral, Northern, Central and Southern locales. The level of mutual 
intelligibility varies between different branches (Ager, 1988) and of the few comparative 
studies that have been done, most seem to be within a singular linguistic branch of Pwo 
Karen (Kato, 1995).  Therefore, the distinction between dialect and language is non-
defined for the Karen linguistic family.  
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Figure 3 
Classification of Karen Languages based on geographic location 
 
. K. Manson (2011). The subgrouping of Karen. Retrieved from  
http://jseals.org/seals21/manson11subgroupingd.pdf 
This paper will focus exclusively on S’gaw Karen (hereafter referred to as S’gaw) 
as it is the predominant language spoken by Karen students in St. Paul Minnesota. Karl 
Sarvestani estimated in his 2018 dissertation the population of S’gaw Karen individuals 
to be almost 1.5 million worldwide, and that it is the primary language spoken by 
displaced members of the Karen community.  
 Literature on the Karen languages is scattered throughout the academic realm 
though Sarvestani (2018) delineates research as belonging to either an early period in the 
mid-late 1800s or a modern period in the mid-late 1900s. He goes on to differentiate the 
two periods, with the former being either grammar or lexicon based studies, written by 
non-linguistically trained missionaries, and the latter period being focused around 
analysis of certain linguistic features or systems such as intonation, phonology, tonology, 
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or classifiers to name a few. For a comprehensive review of published literature on Karen 
languages, see Manson’s Bibliography of Karen Linguistics (2017).  
S’gaw had no written script prior to the arrival of Christian religious figures. In 
1830, Baptist missionary John Wade wrote an Anglo-Karen dictionary and based Karen 
orthography on Burmese script (Keenan & Ku, 2011) while little more than a century 
later, Father Joseph Seguinotte invented a romanized orthography of Karen (Rattanaporn, 
2012) (see Appendix 1). Similar to English, Karen orthography is written and read left to 
right (S’gaw Karen Language, n.d.), however it is categorized as being abugida, where 
vowels are marked on the preceding consonant in that unit of speech (Sarvestani, 2018).  
 Another significant contribution to the western understanding of S’gaw was 
written in 1898 by Rev. David Gilmore, another Baptist missionary to Burma. Gilmore 
wrote A Grammar of the Sgaw Karen which provides an overview of S’gaw though not 
from a trained linguists perspective. According to Gilmore, S’gaw has similar syntax to 
English, using a subject, verb, object word order. It also has 25 consonants, 10 vowels 
and 6 tones However, the Drum Publication group (1998), a non-profit Karen community 
based organization, specifies that only nine vowels and five tones are marked in the 
written orthography. Other notable markers of S’gaw are that it only recognizes natural 
gender (meaning the gender of the speaker or the noun is not reflected in the grammar, 
either by lexical item or by affix) ; it uses compound words or couplets prolifically across 
grammatical categories to express ideas; and nouns are formed by attaching prefixes to 
verbal roots, as seen by တၢ်လဲၤ (a journey) being formed by attaching the prefix တၢ် to 
the verb လဲၤ (to go) (Gilmore, 1898).  
25 
 
A Contrastive Analysis of S’gaw and English  
The idea that a speaker’s ability to produce phones is related to their linguistic 
history is based on the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (hereafter referred to as CAH). 
This hypothesis states that a learner’s second language acquisition is processed through 
their knowledge of their first language (Celce-Murcia et al., 2018). This theory was first 
proposed in the mid 1900s by Robert Lado, and while it is still relevant to how we 
understand second-language acquisition, it is important to note that in the 1970s, linguist 
Ronald Wardaugh proposed a more nuanced view of the hypothesis. Wardaugh clarified 
that CAH is able to explain learner errors, but is not accurate for making predictions of 
future errors (Celce-Murcia et al., 2018). It is Wardaughs’ form of CAH that this project 
utilizes to explain linguistic errors in S’gaw speaking student’s English language 
acquisition.  
All languages at their core are based on very small units of sound, called phones. 
Phonetics is the study of phones, and Dawson and Phelan (2016) break phonetics into 
three distinct areas, articulatory phonetics, acoustic phonetics and auditory phonetics. 
This paper will focus on articulatory phonetics, the study of sound production from the 
mouth, nasal passage and the throat. Articulatory phonetics seeks answers to questions 
such as: where is the tongue placed? What shape are the lips? Is there vibration in the 
throat? What is the air doing? (Celce-Murcia et al., 2018).  
American English phones 
 The Phones in American English can be categorized as consonants and vowels, 
with a subcategorization of vowels into monophthongs and diphthongs; monophthongs 
are individual vowel sounds, whereas diphthongs are vowel sounds that have a glide to a 
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second, non-adjacent vowel sound. American English has 27 consonants (see figure 4) , 
10 monophthong vowels (see figure 5) and 5 diphthong vowels (see figure 6).  
Figure 4 
 
American English Consonants 
 Bilabial Labio-dental Inter-dental Alveolar Post-alveolar Palatal Velar Glot
tal 
Stop p       b   t          d   k      ɡ ʔ 
Fricative   f               v  θ             ð s         z   ʃ             ʒ   h 
Affricate       ʈʃ           dʒ    
Flap              ɾ           ŋ  
Nasal          m             n     
Lateral 
Liquid 
             l     
Retroflex 
Liquid 
             ɹ     
Glide w̥      w                      j    
Adapted from “Consonants of Standard American English” by Dawson H. & Phelan M. 
(Eds.) (2016) The Language Files (12th ed.). Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University 
Press. Note: where phones are listed in pairs, the right is voiced and the left is voiceless. 
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Figure 5 
American English Vowels. 
 Front Central Back 
High i  ɪ  ʊ   u 
Mid ɛ ɘ   ʌ  ɔ 
Low æ  ɑ 
Adapted from “Vowels of Standard American English”  by Dawson H. & Phelan M. 
(Eds.) (2016)  The Language Files (12th ed.). Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University 
Press 
 
Figure 6 
American English Diphthongs. 
 
Page 62. Dawson H. & Phelan M. (Eds.) (2016)   The Language Files (12th ed.). 
Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University Press. Note: Diphthongs are the vowel pairs 
shown with arrows indicating the direction of sound transition. 
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S’Gaw phones 
Many of the transliterations of S’gaw phones are from Burmese script to 
Romanized script (Drum Publication Group, 1998; Gilmore, 1898). However West 
(2017) took a different approach to his phonetic inventory by using the IPA script of 
S’gaw phonemes. S’gaw has 27 consonants (see figure 7), 10 monophthong vowels - 
though only 9 appear in written form (see figure 8) and 6 different tones.     
Figure 7 
S’gaw Consonants. 
 Bilabial inter-dental alveolar post-alveolar palatal velarɣ glottal 
plosive   p   pʰ    b    t     tʰ    d tʃ     tʃʰ  k   kʰ ʔ    
nasal               M                 n                 
ɲ 
         ŋ  
fricative            Θ s     sʰ ʃ  x          ɣ h         ɦ  
approximant               W           l      ɹ         j   
Taken from: West, L. (2017). “Word Prosody and Intonation of Sgaw Karen”. UCLA 
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Figure 8 
 S’gaw vowels. 
 
 
 
 
Taken from: Sarvestani, K. (2018). “Aspects of Sgaw Karen Phonology and Phonetics”. 
Retrieved from https://ubir.buffalo.edu/xmlui/handle/10477/78614 
Variance of English and S’gaw consonants 
Comparing the two phonetic systems (see figure nine), they both contain 27 
consonant sounds. Of the 27, English and S’gaw share 18 consonants or have 66% of 
consonant sounds in common. In the bilabial category, they share the voiceless stop /p/ 
and voiced /b/, the voiced nasal /m/ and the voiced approximant /w/. The next phone 
S’gaw and English share is the voiceless interdental fricative /θ/. The next category, 
alveolar, contains the most significant overlap with six shared phones. Alveolar voiceless 
stop /t/ and voiced stop /d/ are shared as is the voiceless fricative /s/, the voiced nasal /n/, 
and the voiced approximants /l/ and /ɹ/. Only three post-alveolar phones are shared, the 
voiceless fricative /ʃ/, voiceless affricate /tʃ/ and the voiced approximant /j/. There are 
two shared phones in velar category, the voiceless stop /k/ and voiced flap /ŋ/, and two 
shared phones in the glottal category, the voiceless stop /ʔ/ and the voiceless fricative /h/. 
There are two locations of articulation where there are no shared phones, labio-dental and 
palatal.  
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 The nine phones that English does not share with S’gaw are: the voiceless bilabial 
glide /w̥/, the voiceless and voiced labio-dental fricatives /f/ and /v/ respectively, voiced 
inter-dental fricative /ð/, voiced alveolar fricative /z/, voiced alveolar flap /ɾ/, voiced post-
alveolar fricative /ʒ/, voiced post-alveolar affricate /dʒ/, and voiced velar stop /g/. The 
nine phones that S’gaw does not share with English are /pʰ/, alveolar stop /tʰ/ and alveolar 
fricative /sʰ/, post-alveolar affricate /tʃʰ/, palatal nasal /ɲ/, velar stop /kʰ/, velar fricatives 
/x/ and /ɣ/ and glottal fricative /ɦ/. 
Variance of English and S’gaw Vowels 
 As stated previously, S’gaw has 10 vowel sounds, though only nine are found in 
written form and English has 10 monophthong vowels. The two phonetic systems have an 
overlap of 50% of vowel sounds. The five phones that appear in both systems are the 
high back /u/, the mid back /ɔ/, mid central /ə/, high front /i/ and mid front /ɛ/.  The 
English phones that make no appearance in S’gaw are the high front /I/, low front /æ/, 
mid central /ʌ/, high back /ʊ/ and low back /ɑ/. The five S’gaw phones that do not appear 
in the English sound system are the mid front /e/, high central /ɨ/, low central /a/ and high 
back /o/. 
Phonologies of English and S’gaw Karen 
 Phonology is an exploration into the arrangement and order of phones in a given 
language and the resulting meaning. For example, phonology would concern the order of 
vowels and consonants (eg. consonant-vowel-consonant) or rules that govern which 
sound is used in a particular environment (eg. before a stressed vowel). Understanding 
the rules and ways in which phones can be combined in a language allows us to better 
understand patterns of pronunciation of individuals who are learning additional 
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languages. Field (2014) expands on this explanation of phonology by saying it 
encompasses the mastery of distinguishing between sounds and not just individual 
segments of sounds. 
This section will not go into an extensive phonological analysis of either 
language, rather it will utilize figure seven as a basis for focus on minimal pairs present 
only in English, allophones and syllable structure, as these are all phonological areas that 
could pose greater challenges for S’gaw speakers.  
Figure 9 
Comparative summary of English and S’gaw phones 
 Present only in 
American English 
Present in both American 
English & S’gaw 
Present only in 
S’gaw 
Consonants w̥ f v ð z ɹ ʒ dʒ p b m w θ t d s n l r ʃ tʃ j k ŋ ʔ h  pʰ tʰ sʰ tʃʰ ɲ kʰ x ɣ ɦ 
Vowels I ʌ ʊ ɑ æ  u ɛ ə i ɔ a e o  ɨ  
 
Minimal Pairs 
 Phones, also called phonemes, are the smallest meaningful units in a language, which 
means that changing a singular phone can change the meaning of the word. Minimal pairs 
are sets of two words in which a singular phonemic difference between the two words 
changes the meaning, for example cone and bone.  
Looking at figure seven, we can see there exist phones and minimal pairs in 
English that S’gaw does not have. These are significant because these are the phones that 
could pose problems for S’gaw speakers when communicating in English. For example, 
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in English we know that the labio-dental fricative /f/ (voiceless) and /v/ (voiced) are 
phonemic as evidenced by the minimal pair [fæn] fan and [væn] van.  A second minimal 
pair present in American English is [sIp] sip and [zIp] zip with the alveolar fricatives /s/ 
and /z/. It is important to note that while /s/ is a shared phone, S’gaw does not have the 
voiced counterpart of /z/ in their phonological inventory therefore distinguishing between 
the two phones could be difficult. Another minimal pair set is [ɝʒən] version and 
[vɝdʒɪn] virgin, showcasing that /ʒ/ and /dʒ/ are phonemic. Echoing the phones in the 
first example of minimal pairs[fæn] and [væn], S’gaw does not have either /ʒ/ or /dʒ/, 
which could pose a higher obstacle in acquiring intelligible pronunciation. A last minimal 
pair set is [maʊθ] mouth (noun) and [maʊð] mouth (verb), which showcases the 
phonemic nature of /θ/ and /ð/. This minimal pair is similar to the second example, in the 
fact that S’gaw does have /θ/ as a phone, but does not have /ð/.   
Looking at minimal pairs showcases the phonemic identities of sounds that occur 
only in English and not in S’gaw, which can therefore make acquisition difficult (Field, 
2014). However, given that S’gaw contains multiple aspirated phones (see figure nine) it 
is also important to consider the allophonic differences between the two languages.  
Allophonic Differences  
An allophone is the specific way in which a particular phone can be vocalized. 
Allophones do not change the meaning of a word however.  In English aspirated stops are 
allophonic. For example, the phone /t/, a voiceless alveolar stop, has four allophones [t] 
[tʰ] [ʔ] and [ɽ], that occur in the words [trʌk] track, [tʰap] tap, [kɑʔn] cotton, and [læɽɚ] 
latter respectively.  But if one were to say tap without aspiration as [tap] or with a glottal 
stop as [ʔap], you would still be intelligible and would still be able to communicate your 
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message. Another English phone with allophones is the voiceless bilabial stop /p/. It has 
the allophones [p] and [pʰ] as in [spʌn] spun and [ˈpʰɪʔt] pit. However in S’gaw the 
aspirated phones /pʰ/,  /tʰ/,  /sʰ/, /tʃʰ/ and /kʰ/ are all phonemic, meaning that they are able 
to change the meaning of the word.  
Differences in Syllable Structure 
Another notable difference between S’gaw and English at the phonological level 
is that S’gaw is an open syllable language, meaning that every syllable in S’gaw ends in 
an open syllable, which is a vowel.  (Gilmore, 1889). This is in contrast to English that 
has both open and closed syllables (ending in a consonant) as evidenced by words like 
see and dip respectively (Celce-Murcia et al., 2018). The change in syllable structure can 
be difficult because learners from open syllable languages, struggle to hear consonants 
resulting in dropping final consonants especially at the end of the word (McCurdy, 2010).  
These three phonological features, minimal pairs, allophones and syllable structure are 
important when considering how functional load and intelligibility can be integrated into 
classroom instruction.  
A Proposed Methodology for Increasing Intelligibility 
 Now that there is an established knowledge of the current theories behind modern 
pronunciation pedagogy and a rudimentary knowledge of S’gaw and English linguistic 
systems, it is imperative to synthesize it all together into an actionable step. Over the past 
few decades, different instructional methodologies have been proposed for teachers to 
utilize in their pronunciation instruction.  Esling and Wong (1983) assert that paying 
attention to the posturing of the “larynx, pharynx, tongue, velopharyngeal system and lips 
as well as [the] long-term laryngeal configurations” (p.89) can help improve 
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pronunciation and intelligibility. Continuing with Esling and Wong’s belief that noticing 
and awareness is an important step, Mennen, Scobbie, de Leeuw, Schaeffler, and 
Schaeffler (2010) outline measures for recognizing different articulations through the use 
of technological imaging such as flesh-point tracking, ultrasound imaging and 
electromagnetic articulography (EMA) to identify lip rounding, tongue and lip tension, 
and jaw position. Despite their precise and technical approach, what Mennen et al. 
outlined is not educator friendly for implementation in the classroom.  
In their 2018 book, Celce-Murcia et al. presented a five-step instructional 
framework that is predicated on the communicative language teaching approach. The five 
steps of the communicative approach to teaching pronunciation are 1) Description and 
Analysis 2) Listening Discrimination 3) Controlled Practice 4) Guided Practice and 5) 
Communicative Practice. It is this instructional framework I have decided to utilize for 
my capstone project, and I will provide a more comprehensive review in chapter three.  
Summary 
The goal of chapter two was to provide a grounding of pronunciation instruction 
through the years up through the current beliefs in intelligibility and functional load as 
well as an overview of the phonetic and phonological systems of S’gaw and English. 
Chapter two also aimed to establish the existence of distinct linguistic differences 
between the two languages and that these differences are important when working with 
students on their English articulation. Finally, chapter two concluded by introducing an 
instructional practice: the five-step communicative framework utilized by Celce-Murcia 
et al (2018).   
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Chapter three will serve to outline my project, audience, rationale and format, in 
order to answer the questions, what are the similarities and differences between the 
phonetic and phonemic structures of S’gaw Karen and English? and what are pedagogical 
practices or techniques that English language learner (ELL) teachers can use to increase 
comprehensible speech output in English of their S’gaw Karen speaking students?  
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CHAPTER THREE  
Project Description 
Introduction 
As the number of S’gaw speaking K-12 students in St. Paul Minnesota has 
steadily risen over the past decade and many of them qualifying to receive English 
language services, it is important for ELL teachers to possess background knowledge of 
S’gaw in order to better meet the students' needs. S’gaw is still an unknown language to 
many educators, therefore the research questions driving this project are what are the 
similarities and differences between the phonetic and phonemic structures of S’gaw 
Karen and English? and what are pedagogical practices or techniques that ELL teachers 
can use to increase comprehensible speech output in English of their S’gaw Karen 
speaking students?  
The purpose of Chapter Three serves to provide the reader with information 
concerning the project itself. It will begin with an overview of the project, and then 
review the research paradigms and the instructional frameworks that form the foundation 
of this project. Following will be the choice of method, the setting and audience, project 
description and a timeframe.  
Project Overview 
This project was born out of seeing my level 1 newcomer S’gaw speaking 
students struggle with oral communication in their classes, and my lack of confidence in 
being able to provide adequate instruction and feedback on their pronunciation. I chose to 
focus on intelligibility at the phonetic and phonological levels because of their linguistic 
abilities (as determined by the WIDA Screener test) of my students and the natural fit 
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with their literacy curriculum. Level 1 newcomer students already work on phonics, sight 
words and word patterns in their literacy class, so it is a fitting point at which to provide 
extra phonetic and phonological support. 
The goal of this capstone project is to create an instructional guide for use by 
English Language Learner (ELL) teachers when working with S’gaw speaking students. 
Once in its final form, the instructional guide will be presented to fellow ELL teachers at 
my building, during a departmental meeting. The guide provides basic linguistic 
information about S’gaw Karen, highlights contrastive differences at the phonetic and 
phonological levels, and will outline instructional steps and activities that can be 
implemented in the classroom. I chose to create a pdf instructional guide as the method 
for presenting my information as it would be an easily stored yet accessible source for 
teachers to reference during planning or instruction.  
Research Paradigm 
 This capstone project is situated by three different constructs; the intelligibility 
principle, functional load, and contrastive analysis hypothesis. The intelligibility principle 
is the idea that students should aim to cultivate intelligible speech as opposed to native 
like proficiency (Grant, 2014). Functional load is the idea that certain sounds occur more 
frequently in a language, and based upon that frequency, they are more important for 
speakers to master which in turn leads to increased intelligibility (Derwing & Munro, 
2014). The contrastive analysis hypothesis (CAH) is a way in which to understand the 
process of second language acquisition. The CAH states that one is able to identify 
potential problematic areas of language acquisition by taking into consideration a 
speakers first language (Celce-Murcia et al., 2018). These three constructs provide the 
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background necessary to understand the five-step instructional method, discussed in the 
next section.  
Instructional Framework 
 As previously stated in chapter two, Celce-Murcia et al. (2018) presented a five-
step communicative framework for teaching pronunciation in the classroom. The five 
steps are: 1) Description and Analysis 2) Listening Discrimination 3) Controlled Practice 
4) Guided Practice and 5) Communicative Practice.  
The first step of the model, Description and Analysis, is meant to give students 
the opportunity for explicit noticing of the feature as well as knowledge of how the 
feature is produced. For example, when presenting consonant contrasts to beginner 
students, Celce-Murcia et al. suggest using visual aids, drills and drawings to call 
attention to the difference between /n/ and /ŋ/. This may include visuals of the proper 
vocal articulation including tongue placement, lip rounding, and movement in the larynx.  
The second step of the model, Listening Discrimination focuses on the learner’s 
ability to discern the feature in an auditory context. Going back to our example of 
consonant contrasts /n/ and /ŋ/, this could be an exercise where students listen to a speech 
sample and then on a handout they must circle which word they hear, the word with /n/ or 
the word with /ŋ/. 
The third step of the model, Controlled Practice, is an extension of previous steps 
in regards to increasing the learner’s awareness of the feature. This may look like pair-
exercises or short dialogues, where the language and target feature is explicitly laid out 
for students to produce. 
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The fourth step of the model, Guided Practice, is the next step towards mastery, 
where the learner is still participating in structured exercises, but there is the opportunity 
for them to pull from their own knowledge and fill in blanks or complete parts of a 
dialogue.  
The last step of the model, Communicative Practice, is meant to guide students 
towards fluency of the feature. This is the least structured step of the model, and 
necessitates attention to both the target feature as well as the surrounding text and holistic 
message. For our example of contrasting /n/ and /ŋ/, it may be an oral storytelling 
exercise in which the learner needs to incorporate x number /n/ and /ŋ/ sounds. It could 
also be a written exercise in which they create a dialogue using /n/ and /ŋ/. 
Choice of Method 
 I chose to create a pdf guide both due to its ease of use and accessibility to 
teachers on a daily basis. It was important to me that the information from this capstone 
project presented research based data and linguistic analysis in a format that could be 
integrated into any curriculum. 
Setting and Audience 
 The school setting for this project was designed for an urban middle school in St. 
Paul Minnesota. It serves approximately 800 students each academic school year, of 
which roughly fifteen percent qualify and receive ELL services. The school’s racial 
breakdown is thirty-seven point eight percent Caucasian, eight and half percent Hispanic, 
thirty five point three percent African American, seventeen percent Asian American and 
one point three percent American Indian. The four dominant languages beyond English 
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are shown in Table 2 below. While class numbers range from year to year, the level one 
newcomer class tends to range from fourteen students to twenty students.  
 
Table 2 
Home Language at School X, 2019-2020 
 Karen Spanish Hmong Somali Other 
Percent of overall student population 8% 7% 5% 4% 10% 
Data taken from https://www.spps.org/Page/27991 
 
The target audience for this project are middle school ELL teachers who provide 
sheltered instruction to newcomer level 1 S’gaw speaking students. That being said, I 
believe this project to be applicable to any educator who is working with low level S’gaw 
speaking students of any age. My project is intended for those in the ELL department due 
to the linguistic nature of the information. It would not be suitable or relevant to the 
whole staff in a building.  
Project Description 
 This project will focus on three phonological features that could pose problems to 
S’gaw speaking students as they acquire English. The three features are 1) word final 
consonant deletion as S’gaw is an open syllable language, ending in vowels 2) the vowel 
sounds /I/ and /æ/ as evidenced by the minimal pairs bit and bat and their high position 
on the relative functional load chart and 3) the consonant sounds /d/ and /z/ as they are 
phones that do not exist in S’gaw and are positioned high on the functional load chart. 
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These three phonological features will be addressed utilizing the five-step instructional 
model outlined earlier in the Instructional Framework section. Each feature will be laid 
out by contextualizing it within a mainstream standards based curriculum of either math, 
science or social studies.  
Project Timeframe 
 The timeframe of the project is to have the guide completed by the end of August 
2020 and share the guide to the ELL department at my school during the staff opening 
week of the 2020-2021 school year.  
Summary 
 This chapter provided an outline and overview of my capstone project that looks 
to answer the following questions: What are the similarities and differences between the 
phonetic and phonemic structures of S’gaw Karen and English? How do these similarities 
and differences impact learners’ intelligibility of English? What are some pedagogical 
practices or techniques that ELL teachers can use to increase comprehensible speech 
output in English of their S’gaw Karen speaking students? Given what was presented 
about the intelligibility principle, functional load, and the CAH, the five-step instructional 
framework was laid out as the approach to the three phonological features that will be 
covered by this project; final consonant deletion, vowel sounds /I/ and /æ/ and consonant 
sounds /d/ and /z/. Chapter four will conclude this project by discussing the knowledge 
obtained through this process as well as the limitations and implications of this project.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  
Conclusion 
Introduction  
 Over the past ten years, there has been an increase in the number of S’gaw 
Karen speaking students in the Twin Cities metro area; as an ELL teacher I became 
interested in learning how to better help my S’gaw speaking students acquire English. 
Throughout daily classroom interactions I noticed that students would struggle with 
certain pronunciation aspects when speaking in English, however I was at a loss as to 
how to help them progress. In order to address this gap in my knowledge and teaching. I 
chose to focus my capstone on creating a resource for ELL teachers to help them teach 
specific linguistic features to their S’gaw students. The research questions driving this 
project are the following: What are the similarities and differences between the phonetic 
and phonemic structures of S’gaw Karen and English? How do these similarities and 
differences impact learners’ intelligibility of English? What are some pedagogical 
practices or techniques that ELL teachers can use to increase comprehensible speech 
output in English of their S’gaw Karen speaking students?  
The next section will discuss some major takeaways that this project imparted on 
me. I will then revisit the literature review to go over how this project fits into the 
existing academic research landscape and to discuss some of the important frameworks 
and paradigms o this project. Lastly, I will cover some limitations of this project as well 
as future implications for myself and fellow ELL educators.  
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Major Takeaways  
I benefitted greatly from undertaking this project for a number of reasons. Most 
significantly, it provided me the time and space in which to reflect on my educational 
practices concerning pronunciation, and consequently improve on them, which will 
benefit both myself and my future students. 
Working on this capstone project allowed me to gain a better understanding of 
how to teach pronunciation; a linguistics area that I previously had low confidence in as 
an educator. Pronunciation is not a topic that is covered at large in ELL teacher 
preparation programs, which I believe may stem from a fear of being misunderstood or 
misinterpreted as pushing the native-like proficiency ideal so prevalent in the intuitive-
imitative phase of the mid to late nineteenth century.  
Last fall when I headed into my very own classroom for the first time, I struggled 
with working on pronunciation in a structured and communicative way. I often found 
myself doing a lot of repetition and I say-You say as solitary, isolated lessons. While 
student’s attention was called to a specific troublesome area, and they received some 
immediate practice time, I found it difficult to incorporate the additional practice time 
and exercises into my curriculum that are necessary for students to improve and maintain 
intelligible pronunciation.  As an educator, I learned a great deal from this project, but my 
biggest takeaway was that it forced me think critically about how to structure and 
sequence linguistic lessons within the context of content area curricula. Instead of doing 
isolated lessons where the topic is never re-visited or creating hyper-content-specific 
language lessons that are exclusively tied to content lesson sequencing, I was able to 
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create a variety of exercises to help develop students’ linguistic skills that are useable at 
any variety of points within a given unit.  
Using Celce-Murcia et al.’s five step methodology also allowed me to focus on 
how I would call students attention to the first step of description and analysis. This is a 
critical step of the process, as it introduces the mechanics and purpose of the linguistic 
feature. Additionally, depending on the feature, it is where you can call students attention 
to the physical placement of the tongue, mouth and throat, which is necessary for 
accurate articulation. Previously, I always found it difficult to come up with an 
appropriate explanation or activity to help students understand what it is that we were 
going to be working on, and I tended to come up with an explanation last minute as I was 
finishing up my before-school-prep-work for the day.  
This reflection and improvement of my own practices was incredibly useful, as 
any teacher knows that being critically reflective in the midst of a busy school year can 
be a challenge, especially with transitioning to an online, distance-learning model during 
a pandemic. This project provided a much-needed foundation to base my growth off of. 
The next section will revisit that foundation, which was my literature review.  
Literature Review Debrief 
 My literature review provided a solid foundation in which to base my project off 
of. This foundation helped tremendously in shaping my project, as it wasn’t until I 
completed the literature review and then re-read it with a critical eye that I began to fully 
develop the outline of my project. In assembling my literature review, my previous 
suspicions were confirmed; there exists very little academic writing on S’gaw Karen 
languages, especially as it relates to second language acquisition. As a result, my 
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phonological analysis of S’gaw leaned heavily on the seminal work of Reverand David 
Gilmore (1898) as well as the linguistic analyses of S’gaw from Sarvestani (2018) and 
West (2017).  
 Prior to this project, my ELL licensure program had exposed me to Wardaugh’s 
Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (Celce-Murcia, et al., 2018), the Intelligibility principle 
(Derwing & Munro as cited in Grant, 2014; Celce-Murcia, et al., 2018; Dawson & 
Phelan, 2016) and the idea of relative functional load, (Catford as cited in Grant, 201), 
though in my mind they were all isolated schemas in which to view language.  
 The literature confirms what I think many ELL teachers already know to be true, 
that native like proficiency (Murphy & Baker, 2015) is not the goal, and rather we should 
be aiming to guide our students towards intelligible communication in English (Dawson 
& Phelan, 2016; Celce-Murcia et al., 2018). The portion of my literature review that 
turned out to be the most influential on my work was John Catford’s 1987 table of 
Relative Functional Load as shown in Grant (2014). This explanation of the relative 
importance of certain phonological contrasts in American English, enabled me to identify 
three important and potentially troublesome spots for S’gaw speaking English learners.  
 Having had little guidance on how to teach pronunciation, the five-step 
methodology from Celce-Murcia et al. (2018) was also cardinal in creating my project. 
These five steps provided a solid framework for creating sequenced lessons. As stated in 
the previous section, I had struggled with creating pronunciation lessons that were built 
off of each other and allowed students to really build and develop their skills.  
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Limitations & Implications 
This capstone had numerous limitations with the previously stated lack of 
available current literature being the first. Another limitation of this project was that I 
have not learned the S’gaw language, though I hope to take some coursework next 
summer. I believe if I had first-hand linguistic knowledge of S’gaw I would have been 
able to provide a more nuanced analysis of the phonological system and would have been 
able to more accurately pinpoint real troublesome areas for English language learners. 
Another limitation of this project was the timeframe and the scope of a Masters level 
capstone project. At the beginning of this process, I had much larger ideas of what the 
teacher’s guidebook would be like; I had hoped it would be a S’gaw Karen 101 for 
teachers with exercises and activities to help with troublesome areas across all different 
linguistic domains and levels. However, I came to realize that a project of that scope 
would have been more time consuming than the summer capstone course allows for, and 
would be more aligned to doctorate level work.  
Despite these limitations, I believe this capstone provides important information 
to educators and researchers alike and is a relevant addition to the existing literature 
landscape. I hope that it will be useful to other educators who interact with S’gaw 
speaking individuals who are learning English. Thinking on a wider, systemic scale, I 
believe an important implication of this capstone is the need for ELL teacher preparation 
programs to provide more instruction to teacher candidates on how to effectively teach 
pronunciation in the classroom, using case studies of different first language backgrounds 
to aid the candidates in understanding how to craft relevant and useful lessons for their 
students.  
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Conclusion 
 This summer working on my capstone project, allowed me the time and space to 
push myself to grow, as an ELL educator, as an academic, and as an individual. My 
confidence in myself in teaching and explaining pronunciation to students has increased 
immensely throughout this process, and while the pending school year will be 
challenging as we embark again into distance learning, I plan to incorporate my new 
knowledge and confidence in teaching pronunciation consistently into my lesson plans. 
My hope is that other educators who view this project will reap similar benefits for both 
themselves and their students. 
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Appendix A 
 
“Transliteration of common, spoken S’gaw Karen to English” by Drum Publication 
Group (1998). Transliteration Guide.   
 
 
Retrieved from https://www.drumpublications.org/speakkaren.php. 
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Appendix B 
“Relative Functional Load” Catford, J.C. (1987) as cited in Grant (2014).  
 
 
